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Handout Exercise Application
"Stretching the Evidence" Rationale
Student writing often turns a corner when it begins to synthesize unique arguments 
with appropriate textual evidence. Some common problems found in student essays 
stem from weak or nonspecific arguments, or from theses that do not propose a 
debatable claim. These problems can be exacerbated by a tendency to use evidence 
as plot exposition—in other words, choosing examples that simply demonstrate 
what happens in the text, rather than arguing for their significance.
"Stretching the Evidence" seeks to circumvent these issues by requiring writing that 
makes far-fetched or counterintuitive claims about a text. By starting with an 
unusual argument, students learn to take risks and to apply critical skills without 
restating die plot. Once a debatable claim is in place, students work hard to find 
examples from the text that will substantiate their interpretation. This process 
emphasizes the extent to which evidence always demands critical analysis, and 
cannot be used as "filler,'' even when arguments (particularly those used in future essays) appear more conventional.
Beyond this, 'Stretching the Evidence" is an exercise designed to be fun and
rewarding. I use this assignment early in the semester. Students may find their
writing voices for the first time as they step outside of their comfort zones, and
follow-up discussions in class can lead to thought-provoking and unexpected points
of interest. Many of my students have remarked that this was their favorite writing exercise.
This handout applies to two Arthur Conan Doyle short stories, "The Adventure of 
the Speckled Band and "A Scandal in Bohemia", but could be easily adapted to other
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For this assignment, please write a strong paragraph that makes a far-fetched claim 
concerning "A Scandal in Bohemia" or “The Adventure of the Speckled Band". Make 
sure that you express the claim in the form of an argument, using a clear topic 
sentence. You should also use evidence from the text to support a radical 
interpretation; the overall goal of the assignment is to use the textual material to 
make a claim that is perhaps a difficult one to sustain.
For example, one might argue that Dr. Watson is merely a figure of Sherlock 
Holmes s imagination—since we never really "see" Watson doing things without 
Holmes, is it possible to claim that Watson is merely a projection of Sherlock's 
unstable mind? In this interpretation, one might point out that Watson serves as 
Holmes's socially acceptable alter ego—a Jekyll to his Hyde.
Please print the paragraph and bring two copies to class. Remember: the more unconventional the claim, the better.
